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ENHANCING TRANSISTOR PERFORMANCE
BY REDUCING EXPOSURE TO OXYGEN
PLASMA IN A DUAL STRESS LINER
APPROACH

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

Generally, the present disclosure relates to the field of
integrated circuits, and, more particularly, to the manufactur-
ing of field effect transistors having a strained channel region
caused by a stressed dielectric material formed above the
transistor.

2. Description of the Related Art

Integrated circuits typically comprise a large number of
circuit elements on a given chip area according to a specified
circuit layout, wherein, in complex circuits, the field effect
transistor represents one important device component. Gen-
erally, a plurality of process technologies are currently prac-
ticed, wherein, for complex circuitry based on field effect
transistors, such as microprocessors, storage chips and the
like, MOS technology is currently one of the most promising
approaches due to the superior characteristics in view of
operating speed and/or power consumption and/or cost effi-
ciency. During the fabrication of complex integrated circuits
using CMOS technology, millions of complementary transis-
tors, i.e., N-channel transistors and P-channel transistors, are
formed on a substrate including a crystalline semiconductor
layer. A field effect transistor, irrespective of whether an
N-channel transistor or a P-channel transistor is considered,
comprises so-called PN junctions that are formed by an inter-
face of highly doped drain and source regions with an
inversely or weakly doped channel region disposed between
the drain region and the source region. The conductivity of the
channel region, i.e., the drive current capability of the con-
ductive channel, is controlled by a gate electrode formed
above the channel region and separated therefrom by a thin
insulating layer. The conductivity of the channel region, upon
formation of'a conductive channel due to the application of an
appropriate control voltage to the gate electrode, depends on,
among other things, the dopant concentration, the mobility of
the charge carriers and, for a given extension of the channel
region in the transistor width direction, on the distance
between the source and drain regions, which is also referred to
as channel length. Hence, the conductivity of the channel
region represents an important factor that substantially affects
the performance of the MOS transistors. Thus, the reduction
of the channel length, and associated therewith the reduction
of'the channel resistivity, may be dominant design criteria for
accomplishing an increase in the operating speed of inte-
grated circuits.

The shrinkage of the transistor dimensions, however,
involves a plurality of issues associated therewith that have to
be addressed so as to not unduly offset the advantages
obtained by steadily decreasing the channel length of MOS
transistors. One problem in this respect is the reduction of the
thickness of the gate dielectric layer in order to maintain the
desired channel controllability on the basis of increased
capacitive coupling. With the thickness of oxide-based gate
dielectrics approaching 1.5 nm and less, the further scaling of
the channel length may be difficult due to an unacceptable
increase of leakage currents through the gate dielectric. For
this reason, it has been proposed to enhance device perfor-
mance of the transistor elements not only by reducing the
transistor dimensions but also by increasing the charge carrier
mobility in the channel region for a given channel length. One
efficient approach in this respect is the modification of the
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lattice structure in the channel region, for instance by creating
tensile or compressive strain therein, which results in a modi-
fied mobility for electrons and holes, respectively. For
example, creating tensile strain in the channel region of a
silicon layer having a standard crystallographic configuration
may increase the mobility of electrons, which in turn may
directly translate into a corresponding increase in the conduc-
tivity for N-type transistors. On the other hand, compressive
strain in the channel region may increase the mobility of
holes, thereby providing the potential for enhancing the per-
formance of P-type transistors. Consequently, it has been
proposed to introduce, for instance, a silicon/germanium
layer or a silicon/carbon layer near the channel region so as to
create tensile or compressive stress. In this manner, transistor
performance may be considerably enhanced by the introduc-
tion of strain-creating materials in the drain and source areas,
in particular for P-channel transistors, as, for instance, a sili-
con/germanium alloy embedded in the drain and source areas
has proven to be a very efficient strain-inducing source. To
this end, additional epitaxial growth techniques have to be
developed and implemented into the process flow so as to
form the germanium-containing material.

In other approaches, additionally or alternatively to the
above-described concept, a technique is frequently used that
enables the creation of desired stress conditions within the
channel region of different transistor elements by modifying
the stress characteristics of a material that is closely posi-
tioned to the transistor structure in order to allow an efficient
stress transfer to the channel region. For example, the spacer
typically provided at sidewalls of the gate electrodes and the
contact etch stop layer that is formed above the basic transis-
tor structure are promising candidates for creating external
stress, which may then be transferred into the transistor. The
contact etch stop layer is, therefore, frequently used since it
may be required anyway for controlling an etch process
designed to form contact openings to the gate, drain and
source terminals in an interlayer dielectric material. The
effective control of mechanical stress in the channel region,
i.e., an effective stress engineering, may be accomplished for
different types of transistors by individually adjusting the
internal stress in the contact etch stop layers located above the
respective transistor elements so as to position a contact etch
stop layer having an internal compressive stress above a
P-channel transistor while positioning a contact etch stop
layer having an internal tensile strain above an N-channel
transistor, thereby creating compressive and tensile strain,
respectively, in the respective channel regions.

Typically, the contact etch stop layer is formed by plasma
enhanced chemical vapor deposition (PECVD) processes
above the transistor, i.e., above the gate structure and the drain
and source regions, wherein, for instance, silicon nitride may
be used due to its high etch selectivity with respect to silicon
dioxide, which is a well-established interlayer dielectric
material. Furthermore, PECVD silicon nitride may be depos-
ited with a high intrinsic stress, for example, up to 3 Giga
Pascal (GPa) or significantly higher of compressive stress,
while stress levels of 1 GPa and higher may be obtained for
tensile-stressed silicon nitride materials. The type and the
magnitude of the intrinsic stress may be efficiently adjusted
by selecting appropriate deposition parameters and selecting
appropriate post-deposition treatments based on ultraviolet
(UV) treatments, wherein generally process temperatures
during deposition and post-deposition treatments are
adjusted to 500° C. or less so as to not unduly affect other
materials, such as a metal silicide that is typically formed in
the drain and source regions prior to forming the stressed
silicon nitride material.
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As explained before, the contact etch stop layer is posi-
tioned close to the transistor so that the intrinsic stress may be
efficiently transferred into the channel region, thereby signifi-
cantly improving the performance thereof. Moreover, for
advanced applications, the strain-inducing contact etch stop
layer may be efficiently combined with other strain-inducing
mechanisms, such as strained or relaxed semiconductor mate-
rials that are incorporated at appropriate transistor areas in
order to also create a desired strain in the channel region.
Consequently, the stressed contact etch stop layer is a well-
established design feature for advanced semiconductor
devices.

In actual integration schemes for selectively providing a
tensile-stressed dielectric material and a compressively-
stressed dielectric material above respective transistor ele-
ments, which is also referred to as a dual stress liner approach,
it may be observed, however, that performance of the transis-
tors is not enhanced as efficiently as expected.

With reference to FIGS. 1a-1f; an integration scheme will
now be described in more detail in which a typical dual stress
liner approach is applied.

FIG. 1a schematically illustrates a cross-sectional view of
a semiconductor device 100 comprising a substrate 101,
above which is provided a semiconductor layer 102, such as
a silicon-based semiconductor material whose electronic
characteristics are to be enhanced by locally introducing a
desired type of strain, as discussed above. The semiconductor
layer 102 is laterally divided into a plurality of active regions,
which are to be understood as semiconductor regions of the
layer 102, in and above which corresponding transistors are to
be formed. In the example shown, the first active region 102a
is laterally separated from a second active region 1026 by an
isolation region 102¢, which may be provided in the form of
a shallow trench isolation. In the example shown, the active
region 102a corresponds to an N-channel transistor 150a,
while the active region 1025 has formed therein and thereon
a P-channel transistor 1505. The transistors 150a, 1505 com-
prise gate electrode structures 160, which may have basically
the same configuration and which may comprise a gate
dielectric material 161 and an electrode material 162, which
typically includes a semiconductor material, such as silicon.
Usually, the overall conductivity of the gate electrode struc-
tures 160 is increased by providing a metal silicide 163 onand
within the semiconductor material 162. Furthermore, a spacer
structure 164 is provided on sidewalls, which may be used for
appropriately defining the lateral and vertical profile drain
and source regions 152 and the lateral offset of metal silicide
regions 153. Consequently, in a further advanced manufac-
turing stage, an appropriate strain-inducing mechanism is to
be implemented so as to create a desired type of strain, i.e., a
tensile strain, in a channel region 151 of the transistor 150a.
Similarly, an appropriate strain-inducing mechanism is to be
implemented for the transistor 1505 so as to induce a com-
pressive strain in the active region 1024. In some advanced
approaches, the transistor 1505 may comprise an additional
strain-inducing mechanism in the form of an embedded sili-
con/germanium material 154, which is provided in a strained
state, thereby also inducing a high compressive strain in the
channel region of the transistor 1505. Furthermore, in this
manufacturing stage, a thin etch stop layer 111, for instance in
the form of a silicon dioxide material, may be formed above
the transistors 150a, 1505 in order to reduce degradation of
sensitive materials of the transistors 150a, 1505 upon depos-
iting a highly stressed dielectric material and patterning the
same, as will be described later on in more detail. In other
strategies (not shown), the etch stop layer 111 may be omitted
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in order to enhance the overall stress transfer efficiency of a
stressed dielectric material still to be formed.

The semiconductor device 100 as illustrated in FIG. 1a
may be formed on the basis of the following processes. The
active regions 102a, 10256 may be formed by appropriately
patterning the semiconductor layer 102 and forming the iso-
lation region 102¢, followed by the incorporation of appro-
priate dopant species for adjusting the basic transistor char-
acteristic of the P-channel transistor 1505 and the N-channel
transistor 150q. To this end, well-established implantation
techniques and masking steps are applied. Thereafter, the gate
electrode structures 160 are formed, for instance, by depos-
iting appropriate materials for the layers 161 and 162 and
subsequently patterning these materials, possibly by provid-
ing appropriate hard mask materials and the like, depending
on the overall configuration of the gate electrode structures
160 and the patterning strategy to be applied. In sophisticated
applications, a length of the gate electrode structures 160, i.e.,
in FIG. 1a the horizontal extension of the electrode material
162, is approximately 50 nm and less. Next, drain and source
dopant species may be incorporated into the active regions
102a, 1026 while forming the spacer structure 164, which
may act as an appropriate implantation mask in order to
obtain a desired lateral and vertical profile for the regions 152.
In some cases, when the strain-inducing semiconductor mate-
rial 154 is to be incorporated into the active region 1025, an
appropriate process sequence is applied after patterning the
gate electrode structures 160 and prior to forming the spacer
structure 164. To this end, cavities may be etched into the
active region 1026 while covering the active region 102a and
subsequently the material 154 may be grown in the cavities on
the basis of selective epitaxial growth techniques. Thereafter,
the drain and source regions 152 and the spacer structure 164
may be formed as required. After any high temperature pro-
cesses, typically the metal silicide materials 153, 163 are
formed by applying well-established silicidation techniques,
wherein a refractory metal is deposited and treated so as to be
converted into a metal silicide. For example, frequently
nickel, possibly in combination with a certain amount of
platinum, is used as the refractory metal, thereby obtaining a
highly conductive metal silicide. Next, if required, the etch
stop layer 111 may be deposited by any well-established
deposition technique.

FIG. 15 schematically illustrates the semiconductor device
100 in a further advanced manufacturing stage. As shown, a
strain-inducing dielectric layer 112a, for instance provided in
the form of a silicon nitride material, is formed above the
transistors 150a, 15054 and thus induces a tensile strain com-
ponent in the active regions 102a, 1025. Furthermore, in the
example shown, an additional etch control layer 113, for
instance provided in the form of a silicon dioxide material, is
formed on the strain-inducing layer 1124 which may be used
in a later manufacturing stage upon patterning a further strain-
inducing dielectric material still to be formed. Moreover,
since the type of internal stress of the layer 1124 is inappro-
priate for the transistor 1505, a resist mask 114 is typically
provided so as to enable the removal of an unwanted portion
of'the layer 1124 in a subsequent etch sequence.

The layer 1124 may be formed on the basis of well-estab-
lished PECVD techniques in which, as discussed above, pro-
cess parameters, such as ion bombardment, pressure, compo-
sition of precursor gases and the like, are appropriately
selected so as to deposit the material with a high internal
stress level. Furthermore, after deposition of the base material
of the layer 112a, further treatment may be performed, for
instance by using UV radiation and the like, thereby even
further enhancing or generally adjusting the desired magni-
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tude of the internal stress level in the layer 112a. In this
manner, a tensile stress level of up to 1.8 GPa or even higher
may be achieved, while process temperatures may be main-
tained at or below 500° C., thereby avoiding significant modi-
fications of sensitive materials, such as the nickel silicide 153,
163 and the like. If required, the layer 113 may be deposited,
for instance prior to or after any additional treatment of the
material 1124, by applying any appropriate deposition tech-
nique and the like. Finally, a lithography process may be
applied in order to form the resist mask 114 by using well-
established strategies.

FIG. 1¢ schematically illustrates the device 100 in a pro-
cess environment 120, which is appropriately configured so
as to perform a plasma-based etch process 121a. Typically,
the environment 120 may be provided in the form of an etch
chamber in which an appropriate plasma may be established,
for instance a transformer coupled plasma etch chamber
(TCP) is used due to the superior plasma uniformity and the
like. The plasma is typically established on the basis of oxy-
gen, gas and a gas C,.H F,, which thus provides appropriate
radicals in order to efficiently remove material of the layer
112a, while a certain degree of selectivity to silicon dioxide
may be achieved, thereby enabling a certain control of the
etch process 121a. During the process 121a, typically a cer-
tain amount of the material of the resist mask 114 is also
consumed, thereby also creating respective etch byproducts,
such as carbon and fluorine-containing polymers, which may
deposit on the device 100 and also on hardware components
of the process environment 120.

FIG. 1d schematically illustrates the device 100 in a further
plasma assisted process 1215 that is performed in the same
process environment 120 in order to remove polymer residu-
als, such as the resist mask 114 and other etch byproducts, that
may have deposited on the surface of the device 100 during
the preceding plasma-based etch process 121a (FIG. 1¢) in
order to remove the exposed portion of the layer 1124. The
plasma process 12154 is typically performed on the basis of a
substantially pure oxygen atmosphere, thereby achieving an
efficient ashing of the organic materials of the device 100,
such as the resist mask 114 and the like.

Typically, after removal from the process environment 120,
the further processing is continued by performing a further
cleaning process, possibly removing the residues of the etch
stop layer 111 from above the transistor 1505, if this layer 111
is provided at all. To this end, wet chemical cleaning recipes
may be applied.

FIG. 1e schematically illustrates the device 100 in a further
advanced manufacturing stage. As shown, a further strain-
inducing dielectric layer 1125 is formed above the transistors
150a, 1505 in order to introduce a desired strain in the tran-
sistor 1504, for instance in the form of a compressive strain,
as discussed above. To this end, the layer 11256 may be depos-
ited on the basis of PECVD techniques, possibly in combi-
nation with additional radiation treatments and the like, so as
to obtain a moderately high internal stress level in the material
of'the layer 1125. For example, a compressive stress level of
3.5 GPa and even higher may be accomplished on the basis of
presently available deposition and treatment recipes for sili-
con nitride material. Moreover, in order to avoid undue effect
of'acompressive stress level in the layer 1125 on the transistor
1504q, i.e., on the previously provided tensile stressed dielec-
tric layer 1124, in a dual stress liner approach, the layer 1126
may be removed from above the transistor 150a, which is
accomplished by providing a further resist mask 115 and
performing a further etch sequence on the basis of similar
process parameters as described above with reference to the
plasma assisted processes 121a, 1215 (FIGS. 1c, 14d).
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FIG. 1f'schematically illustrates the device 100 within the
process environment 120 in a phase when the layer 1125 is
already removed from above the transistor 150a and the
remaining portion of the resist mask 115 is removed, which
may be accomplished on the basis of an oxygen plasma 1215,
as described above. Consequently, during the process 1215, at
least the material 1125 is exposed to the oxygen plasma,
thereby potentially moditying a surface area thereof. On the
other hand, a certain interaction with the material 112a may
occur during the oxygen plasma 1215, depending on whether
layer 113 has been provided and on the thickness of the layer
113. Next, a further cleaning process is applied in which, if
required, the layer 113 may also be removed, thereby prepar-
ing the surface of the device 100 for the deposition of an
interlayer dielectric material. To this end, any well-estab-
lished deposition recipes may be applied in order to form a
silicon dioxide material having a desired thickness in accor-
dance with the overall device requirements. Thereafter, the
interlayer dielectric material is patterned so as to form open-
ings therein, wherein the layers 112a, 1125 act as efficient
etch stop materials. Thereafter, the etch stop layers 112a,
11254 are appropriately etched so as to increase a depth of the
corresponding contact openings so as to connect to the mate-
rials 163 and 153, respectively. Thereafter, the contact open-
ings are filled with high conductive material, thereby com-
pleting the contact level of the device 100.

Basically, the above-described dual stress liner approach is
a very efficient mechanism for inducing a desired type of
strain for N-channel transistors and P-channel transistors,
wherein, however, the finally observed performance of these
transistors may be significantly less compared to the expected
gain in performance.

In view of the situation described above, the present dis-
closure relates to manufacturing techniques in which a strain-
inducing material layer may be formed above a transistor so
asto obtain superior overall transistor performance compared
to conventional dual stress liner approaches.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The following presents a simplified summary of the inven-
tion in order to provide a basic understanding of some aspects
of'the invention. This summary is not an exhaustive overview
of the invention. It is not intended to identify key or critical
elements of the invention or to delineate the scope of the
invention. Its sole purpose is to present some concepts in a
simplified form as a prelude to the more detailed description
that is discussed later.

Generally, the present disclosure relates to techniques for
implementing an efficient strain-inducing mechanism on the
basis of a dielectric material formed above a transistor struc-
ture, wherein transistor performance may be enhanced more
efficiently compared to conventional strategies since it has
been recognized that, in particular, the combination of a
plasma assisted etch process and an oxygen plasma may have
a significant influence on the finally obtained transistor per-
formance. Without intending to restrict the present applica-
tion to the following explanation, it is assumed that the pres-
ence of a fluorine species upon performing an oxygen-based
plasma process may have a pronounced effect on a silicon
nitride material and also on sensitive materials, such as metal
silicide materials, thereby resulting in a certain deterioration
of material characteristics. For example, an oxygen plasma,
as is typically applied for removing organic materials, may
result in a certain degree of oxidation, for instance of a silicon
nitride material, which may thus result in a significant stress
relaxation, wherein, in particular, the additional presence of
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fluorine may further enhance the overall “efficiency” of the
stress-relaxing effect. In other cases, a fluorine species may
still be present in the process chamber after the actual silicon
nitride etch process, for instance by releasing fluorine in an
oxygen plasma from polymer residuals, which may have
previously been created and deposited in the process environ-
ment, so that the fluorine species may interact with the sen-
sitive device materials, such as the metal silicide surface,
thereby breaking bonds in the metal silicide and thus signifi-
cantly modifying the resulting structure of this material.
Hence, a plurality of volatile fluorine-based compounds may
be formed during this process phase, which in turn may result
in significant material modification, in particular when addi-
tional species, such as germanium, are present in the silicide
due to the incorporation of a silicon/germanium material in
the form of a strain-inducing mechanism. Moreover, due to
the interaction with the fluorine species, a pronounced inter-
action with oxygen radicals of the oxygen plasma may take
place, thereby also significantly modifying, i.e., oxidizing,
any exposed surface areas of sensitive materials, such as the
metal silicide. Consequently, the present disclosure provides
embodiments which are directed to reducing material dete-
rioration upon patterning a strain-inducing dielectric mate-
rial.

One illustrative method disclosed herein comprises form-
ing a first strain-inducing dielectric layer above a first tran-
sistor and a second transistor. The method further comprises
selectively removing a portion of the first strain-inducing
layer from above the second transistor by covering the first
transistor with a resist mask and performing a first plasma
assisted etch process in a first process environment. More-
over, the method comprises removing the resist mask by
performing a second plasma assisted process in a second
process environment that is different from the first process
environment.

A further illustrative method disclosed herein comprises
forming a first strain-inducing dielectric layer above a first
transistor and a second transistor. The method further com-
prises forming a resist mask above the first transistor so as to
expose a portion of the first strain-inducing dielectric layer
selectively above the second transistor. Additionally, the
method comprises removing the exposed portion of the first
strain-inducing dielectric layer in a first plasma ambient in the
presence of the resist mask. The method further comprises
removing the resist mask in a second plasma ambient without
supplying oxygen gas to the second plasma ambient.

A still further illustrative embodiment disclosed herein
comprises forming a first transistor in and above a first active
region and a second transistor in and above a second active
region, wherein the second active region comprises a strain-
inducing semiconductor alloy. The method further comprises
forming a strain-inducing layer above the first and second
transistors. Additionally, a resist mask is formed so as to cover
the strain-inducing layer above the first transistor and to
expose the strain-inducing layer above the second transistor.
The method further comprises removing an exposed portion
of the strain-inducing layer by using a first plasma ambient
based on fluorine radicals. Moreover, the method comprises
removing the resist mask by establishing a second plasma
ambient so as to adjust a reduced fluorine and oxygen con-
centration compared to the first plasma ambient.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The disclosure may be understood by reference to the
following description taken in conjunction with the accom-
panying drawings, in which like reference numerals identify
like elements, and in which:
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FIGS. 1a-1f'schematically illustrate cross-sectional views
of a semiconductor device during various manufacturing
stages when applying a dual stress liner approach, according
to conventional strategies;

FIGS. 2a-2h are graphical illustrations of experimental
data performed so as to estimate the influence of an oxygen
plasma and fluorine radicals on various materials of a semi-
conductor device during the patterning of a strain-inducing
material layer, according to illustrative embodiments;

FIGS. 3a-3c¢ schematically illustrate cross-sectional views
of a semiconductor device during various manufacturing
stages in which a strain-inducing material layer is patterned
on the basis of a superior etch and resist removal sequence so
as to avoid or at least significantly reduce material deteriora-
tion, according to illustrative embodiments; and

FIG. 4 schematically illustrates measurement results indi-
cating performance improvements compared to conventional
dual stress liner approaches when applying illustrative
embodiments of the present disclosure.

While the subject matter disclosed herein is susceptible to
various modifications and alternative forms, specific embodi-
ments thereof have been shown by way of example in the
drawings and are herein described in detail. It should be
understood, however, that the description herein of specific
embodiments is not intended to limit the invention to the
particular forms disclosed, but on the contrary, the intention is
to cover all modifications, equivalents, and alternatives fall-
ing within the spirit and scope of the invention as defined by
the appended claims.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Various illustrative embodiments of the invention are
described below. In the interest of clarity, not all features of an
actual implementation are described in this specification. It
will of course be appreciated that in the development of any
such actual embodiment, numerous implementation-specific
decisions must be made to achieve the developers’ specific
goals, such as compliance with system-related and business-
related constraints, which will vary from one implementation
to another. Moreover, it will be appreciated that such a devel-
opment effort might be complex and time-consuming, but
would nevertheless be a routine undertaking for those of
ordinary skill in the art having the benefit of this disclosure.

The present subject matter will now be described with
reference to the attached figures. Various structures, systems
and devices are schematically depicted in the drawings for
purposes of explanation only and so as to not obscure the
present disclosure with details that are well known to those
skilled in the art. Nevertheless, the attached drawings are
included to describe and explain illustrative examples of the
present disclosure. The words and phrases used herein should
be understood and interpreted to have a meaning consistent
with the understanding of those words and phrases by those
skilled in the relevant art. No special definition of a term or
phrase, i.e., a definition that is different from the ordinary and
customary meaning as understood by those skilled in the art,
is intended to be implied by consistent usage of the term or
phrase herein. To the extent that a term or phrase is intended
to have a special meaning, i.e., a meaning other than that
understood by skilled artisans, such a special definition will
be expressly set forth in the specification in a definitional
manner that directly and unequivocally provides the special
definition for the term or phrase.

Generally, the present disclosure provides manufacturing
techniques in which material deterioration, such as stress
relaxation, resistance increase, layer thickness reduction and
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the like, may be reduced upon patterning a strain-inducing
material layer above a transistor by taking into consideration
the interaction of fluorine and oxygen radicals during a pro-
cess sequence for patterning a stressed dielectric material and
removing organic residues, such as a resist mask. Without
intending to restrict the present application to the following
explanation, it is nevertheless believed that basically the
application of an oxygen plasma, when applied in the pres-
ence of a stressed dielectric material, possibly having formed
thereon a thin silicon dioxide material, may result in a sig-
nificant oxidation and thus stress relaxation. Furthermore,
measurement results indicate that the presence of a fluorine
species in a corresponding plasma ambient may even further
increase the resulting stress relaxation, thereby reducing the
efficiency of the stress-inducing mechanism. In addition to or
alternatively to these negative impacts, it is believed that the
oxygen plasma, in combination with the presence of fluorine
species, in particular during the removal of a resist material,
may result in significant deterioration of sensitive materials,
such as metal silicide materials, when patterning a strain-
inducing dielectric material. For example, the fluorine spe-
cies may result in the breakage of chemical bonds in the metal
silicide, thereby forming volatile byproducts, which in turn
result in a significant modification of the metal silicide mate-
rial, which in turn may cause a significant instability of a
germanium species in the metal silicide material. Further-
more, due to the interaction with the fluorine species, an
increased degree of interaction with the oxygen radicals of an
oxygen plasma may take place, thereby also increasing the
overall oxidation rate in the metal silicide regions, which in
turn may result in a pronounced removal of conductive com-
ponents in these materials upon performing an additional
cleaning process, which may remove any oxides previously
created. Consequently, the conventional process sequence
performed as an in situ process for etching the silicon nitride
material and subsequently removing the resist material with
anoxygen plasma in the same etch chamber may thus resultin
a less pronounced performance gain of transistors.

According to the present disclosure, a plurality of experi-
ments have been performed in order to determine correspond-
ing failure mechanisms and to implement a superior process
sequence, for instance by using different process environ-
ments, i.e., process chambers, for performing the actual etch
process and for removing the resist material and/or by avoid-
ing the supply of oxygen gas at least during the phase when
the resist material is removed, while, in other illustrative
embodiments, generally the concentration of fluorine on oxy-
gen is reduced in a plasma ambient for removing the resist
material compared to a plasma ambient as is used for etching
the strain-inducing dielectric material.

With reference to FIGS. 2a-24, 3a-3¢ and 4, further illus-
trative embodiments will now be described in more detail,
wherein reference may also be made to FIGS. 1a-1f, if appro-
priate, for instance in order to not unduly repeat the descrip-
tion of components and process sequences which may also be
efficiently used in the illustrative embodiments.

In some illustrative embodiments, appropriate test sub-
strates have been prepared in which a stressed silicon nitride
material is formed, for instance by using deposition tech-
niques and subsequent treatments, as discussed above with
reference to the device 100, thereby providing samples with
tensile stress and samples with compressive stress in the
silicon nitride material. Furthermore, a resist mask has been
provided so as to cover certain portions of the silicon nitride
material while any exposed portions are removed on the basis
of appropriate plasma etch recipes, as are also described
above. Thereafter, the resist mask is removed on the basis of
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a further plasma process, wherein different process condi-
tions have been implemented. That is, samples have been
prepared as reference, i.e., resist removal has been accom-
plished by, for instance, wet chemical cleaning recipes with-
out using a plasma; other samples have been prepared on the
basis of a process sequence as described above with reference
to the device 100, i.e., the actual etch process and the resist
ashing process are performed as an in situ process on the basis
of'an oxygen plasma; moreover, samples provided in which
the resist removal process is performed in a separate dedi-
cated process chamber on the basis of an “oxygen-free”
plasma, wherein nitrogen, hydrogen, forming gas (mixture of
nitrogen and hydrogen gas), ammonia-based gas or helium-
based gas with a certain fraction of hydrogen are used as
precursor gases for establishing a process ambient.

FIG. 2a schematically illustrates the result of measure-
ments of the stress level of various samples upon forming the
stressed silicon nitride material (A) and after performing the
above-described process sequence (B), while measurement
points (C) indicate the change in the internal stress. The
horizontal axis of FIG. 2q illustrates the various samples
labeled as samples 1-10, while the vertical axis at the left-
hand side indicates the internal stress level of the correspond-
ing sample. The vertical axis at the right-hand side indicates
the difference of the stress levels of the measurement values A
and B, also indicated as stress loss. As shown, samples 1 and
2 correspond to the reference samples, while samples 3 and 4
are to be understood as the conventional samples, i.e., in this
case, the resist removal is performed as an in situ process on
the basis of an oxygen plasma. The samples 5, 6 and 7, 8 and
9, 10 represent samples prepared on the basis of the concepts
of the present disclosure, i.e., in this case without supplying
oxygen gas to a plasma ambient for removing the resist mask
after patterning the stressed silicon nitride material. It should
be appreciated that the samples 5-10 may also represent a
process sequence in which the corresponding resist ashing
process has been performed in a separate dedicated resist
removal etch tool. It should be appreciated, however, that
basically the oxygen-free resist removal process as repre-
sented by samples 5-10 may also be implemented in the same
process chamber as the actual process for patterning the sili-
con nitride material.

As indicated by the measurement points A, the initial stress
level of all of the samples is substantially the same, while, on
the other hand, the resulting stress level (B) for samples 3 and
4, i.e., the conventional samples, is significantly reduced.
This is also clearly indicated by the measurement points C,
which are lowest for the samples 3 and 4. On the other hand,
the samples 5 and 6, representing a gas mixture of forming gas
and hydrogen and helium, the samples 7 and 8, representing
a plasma ambient based on forming gas, and the samples 9
and 10, representing a gas ambient established on the basis of
ammonia, may have a relatively high stress level, which is
similar to the stress level of the reference samples 1 and 2.
Hence, the measurement results of FIG. 2a clearly indicate
the negative eftect of a plasma oxygen on the stress level of a
tensile stressed silicon nitride material.

FIG. 2b schematically illustrates measurement results
obtained for a compressively stress silicon nitride material,
wherein, as in FIG. 2a, the measurement points A represent
the stress levels after forming the respective materials, the
measurement points B represent the measurement values
after the above-described process sequence, and the measure-
ment points C indicate the difference of the values A and B.
Also in this case, the samples 3 and 4 have been determined as
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the samples having the highest stress loss. Hence, the oxygen
plasma also negatively affects the compressive stress level of
the silicon nitride material.

As discussed above, according to the present disclosure, it
has also been contemplated that transistor deterioration may
occur upon interaction of other sensitive device materials
with fluorine and oxygen species during a resist removal
process, wherein, in particular, the metal silicide has been
identified as a material suffering from a pronounced degra-
dation. Hence, appropriate test samples have been prepared in
which a metal silicide, such as a nickel silicide with a certain
amount of platinum, has been provided in a silicon layer on
the basis of a process sequence that is similar to the process
sequence as described above with reference to the semicon-
ductor device 100. Moreover, an embedded silicon/germa-
nium material has been provided in the samples in order to
also assess the influence on sophisticated P-channel transis-
tors in which an additional strain-inducing mechanism is
implemented in the form of an embedded silicon/germanium
material, as is also described above with reference to the
semiconductor device 100.

FIG. 2¢ schematically illustrates a graphical representation
of corresponding measurement results with respect to the
resistivity of the metal silicide regions that have been pro-
cessed according to the above-described process sequence.
To this end, the sample 11 corresponds to a process sequence
in which the resist mask is removed on the basis of an oxygen
plasma according to conventional strategy, i.e., an in situ
process sequence is applied. Sample 12 corresponds to a
process sequence in which an oxygen plasma is applied for
removing resist mask, wherein, however, the oxygen plasma
is established in a dedicated process chamber, which is sub-
stantially free of any fluorine species. That is, a corresponding
process chamber may be exclusively used for resist removal
processes without performing actual etch processes using
fluorine-containing reactive precursor gases, which may
result in the creation of fluorine-containing polymers, which
may deposit on hardware components of the corresponding
etch chamber. Moreover, the samples 13, 14,15,16,17 and 18
represent process sequences in which a plasma ambient is
established in a dedicated process chamber without supply of
oxygen gas. For example, gases such as the gases as described
above may be used, while, in other cases, carbon monoxide,
carbon dioxide and the like may be used for establishing the
gas ambient for removing the resist mask. For instance, even
if oxygen-containing gas components are supplied, such as
carbon monoxide or carbon dioxide, the supply of oxygen gas
is nevertheless suppressed and, therefore, a reduced material
deterioration is observed. That is, as is evident from FIG. 2¢,
the resistivity, plotted against the vertical axis in FIG. 2¢, is
highest for the sample 11, while the remaining samples may
have similar resistivity values, thereby indicating a signifi-
cantly reduced degradation of the conductivity of the metal
silicide material. In other words, the electrical conductivity of
the metal silicide becomes higher by using an external strip
process, as indicated by the resistivity values of the samples
12-18.

FIG. 2d schematically illustrates measurement results
obtained by x-ray photoelectron spectroscopy. Thus, the hori-
zontal axis in FIG. 2d represents the sputter time in seconds,
while the vertical axis indicates the fraction of a correspond-
ing element in percent. In the case of FIG. 2d, the elementary
silicon has been measured for the various samples 11-18. As
is evident from this figure, the fraction of silicon raises earlier
for sample 11 (conventional in situ resist strip) compared to
the remaining samples 12-18, thereby indicating a reduced
thickness of the metal silicide material of sample 11.
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FIG. 2e schematically illustrates the corresponding mea-
surement results with respect to nickel. As is evident, the
concentration of nickel begins to drop significantly earlier for
sample 11 compared to the remaining samples 12-18. That is,
this also indicates that the nickel silicide is of reduced thick-
ness in the sample 11 of the in situ oxygen plasma strip
process since typically a fluorine species is present in the
oxygen plasma due to the preceding fluorine-based plasma
etch process, as is also explained above.

FIG. 2f represents the measurement results for platinum,
thereby also indicating that the curve starts to drop earlier for
sample 11 compared to the remaining ex situ samples 12-18.
Thus, this also indicates a reduction of the silicide thickness,
which may be caused by the fluorine species in the oxygen
plasma during the in situ strip process. The fluorine species in
the process environment is able to break the silicide bonds of
nickel-platinum-silicon. The open bonds react with oxygen to
an oxide such as nickel oxide, platinum oxide and silicon
oxide. During a subsequent cleaning process, for instance on
the basis of SPM/APM (mixture of sulfuric acid and hydro-
gen peroxide/mixture of ammonium hydroxide and hydrogen
peroxide), the previously built oxide material may be par-
tially or completely removed, thereby reducing the thickness
of'the entire silicide material, as is, for instance, indicated by
the above-described measurement results.

As previously explained with reference to the device 100,
frequently a thin silicon dioxide etch stop layer, such as the
layer 111 (FIG. 1a), is provided so as to reduce the influence
of the resulting patterning process on the sensitive metal
silicide material. The degree of protection is also significantly
differently affected, depending on whether an in situ oxygen
plasma process is applied or the presence of fluorine species
during the resist removal process is suppressed.

FIG. 2g schematically illustrates measurement results
wherein the presence of oxygen at the surface of the samples
is measured, wherein also the curve of sample 11 drops sig-
nificantly earlier compared to the remaining ex situ samples
12-18. A similar result would be obtained for detecting silicon
oxide material, thereby clearly indicating a significantly
reduced thickness of the protective oxide passivation film, if
provided.

As discussed above, frequently, a strain-inducing silicon/
germanium material is embedded in the active region of the
P-channel transistor, which may thus also be influenced by
the patterning sequence for forming a stressed dielectric
material.

FIG. 2/ schematically illustrates the measurement results
with respect to germanium species, which also indicates that,
for sample 11, generally a reduced thickness and thus amount
of'the germanium species is measured compared to the ex situ
samples 12-18.

As a result, the measurements obtained from the test
samples indicate that generally an oxygen plasma may have a
detrimental effect on the finally obtained internal stress level
of the silicon nitride material, which may be addressed by
avoiding the supply of oxygen gas for establishing a plasma
ambient, which is used to remove a resist material after the
patterning of the strain-inducing dielectric material. To this
end, appropriate precursor gases, as discussed above, may be
used instead of pure oxygen gas. Furthermore, there is an
indication that the presence of a fluorine species in combina-
tion with an oxygen plasma may even further affect degrada-
tion of the internal stress level so that, in some illustrative
embodiments, a plasma ambient may be established by avoid-
ing supply of an oxygen gas to the process environment upon
removing the resist material, while at the same time using a
dedicated process chamber or process environment, in which
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afluorine-depleted ambient is ensured. For example, by using
dedicated process chambers for resist hash processes only, the
formation of fluorine-containing polymers may be signifi-
cantly suppressed and thus the generation of a volatile fluo-
rine species upon establishing a further plasma ambient may
be significantly suppressed. For example, in using “oxygen-
depleted” precursor gases compared to pure oxygen, such as
carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide and the like, it is advanta-
geous to perform an ex situ process in which the resist
removal process may be performed in a process chamber that
may not be contacted with fluorine-containing precursor
materials in order to reduce the fluorine and oxygen concen-
tration compared to conventional strategies.

Moreover, the above measurement results indicate that the
presence of fluorine species in an oxygen plasma may also
significantly affect sensitive materials, such as a metal sili-
cide, even if a thin silicon dioxide passivation layer may be
provided. Hence, in some illustrative embodiments, the pat-
terning of a strain-inducing dielectric material layer formed
above a metal silicide material, which may possibly include a
strain-inducing semiconductor material, may be performed
as an in situ process by avoiding the supply of oxygen gas and
using substantially oxygen-free precursor gases. Further-
more, in some illustrative embodiments, the process sequence
may be advantageously performed as an ex situ process
sequence in which the patterning of the strain-inducing
dielectric material may be accomplished in a first process
environment, while the resist removal is accomplished in a
second different process environment without being in con-
tact with a fluorine-containing precursor gas.

With reference to FIGS. 3a-3¢ and also referring to FIGS.
1a-1f when necessary, further illustrative embodiments will
now be described in more detail.

FIG. 3a schematically illustrates a cross-sectional view of
a semiconductor device 300 comprising a substrate 301 in
combination with a semiconductor layer 302 in which a plu-
rality of active regions are formed, such as active regions
302a, 302b. As discussed above, the active regions may be
divided by appropriately forming an isolation region 302¢. A
first transistor 350a is formed in and above the active region
302q and may, for instance, represent an N-channel transistor,
while a second transistor 3506 may be formed in and above
the active region 30256 and may represent a P-channel tran-
sistor. The transistors 350a, 3505 may have basically the
same configuration as the transistors previously described
with respect to the semiconductor device 100, i.e., these tran-
sistors may comprise a gate electrode structure 360 including
a gate dielectric material 361, a semiconductor electrode
material 362 and a metal silicide 363. Furthermore, an appro-
priate spacer structure 364 may be provided so as to define
appropriate sidewalls of the gate electrode structures 360.
Similarly, drain and source regions 352 may be provided in
the active regions 302a, 3025 and metal silicide regions 353
may be formed therein. Furthermore, in the embodiment
shown, an optional strain-inducing semiconductor material
354, such as a silicon/germanium material, may be formed in
one or both of the active regions 3024, 3025. In the embodi-
ment shown, the material 354 is selectively provided in the
active region 3025 in order to induce a desired strain in a
channel region 351.

With respect to a process strategy for forming the transis-
tors 350a, 3505, the same criteria may apply as previously
explained with reference to the semiconductor device 100.
Moreover, in this manufacturing stage, a strain-inducing
dielectric material layer 312a, such as a silicon nitride mate-
rial having, for instance, a tensile stress, may be formed above
the transistors 350a, 3505, wherein an optional etch stop layer
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311 may be positioned below the material 312a. Moreover, if
required, an etch control layer 313 may be formed on the
material layer 312a, as is also previously explained. In the
example shown, it is assumed that the internal stress level of
the material 312a is inappropriate for the transistor 3505 and,
thus, a resist mask 314 may be provided so as to expose the
transistor 3505 in order to enable the removal of the material
312a on the basis of an appropriate plasma assisted etch
process 321, which is performed in a first process environ-
ment 320.

It should be appreciated that the materials 311, 3124 and
313 as well as the resist mask 314 may be formed on the basis
of process strategies as are also discussed above with refer-
ence to the semiconductor device 100. Similarly, the plasma-
based etch process 321 may be performed on the basis of
process recipes as are also described above. Typically, during
the process 321, a fluorine species may be used in the process
environment 320, which may result in the formation of a
carbon and fluorine-containing polymer species, which may
thus deposit on hardware components, such as chamber walls
and the like. Consequently, during the etch process 321, the
material 312a may be efficiently removed after etching
through the layer 313, if provided, wherein finally the mate-
rial 311, if provided, may provide certain etch stop capabili-
ties, depending on the initial thickness of the layer 311.

FIG. 3b schematically illustrates the device 300 in a further
advanced manufacturing stage. As shown, the device 300 is
positioned in a second process environment 330, such as a
dedicated plasma process tool, in order to perform a plasma
process 331 so as to remove the remaining portion of the mask
314 and other polymer residues, as is also discussed above. In
illustrative embodiments, the second process environment
330 is a dedicated process tool in which a previous creation of
fluorine-containing polymers has been avoided, for instance,
by specifically using the environment 330 for resist ashing
processes and the like, so that the presence of fluorine species
during the plasma process 331 may be significantly reduced
compared to conventional process strategies. In some illus-
trative embodiments, the plasma ambient in the environment
330 may be established on the basis of a substantially oxygen-
free precursor gas, for instance, by using one or more of the
above-identified gases in the form of hydrogen, nitrogen,
ammonia-based gases and the like. In other cases, the plasma
ambient is established by avoiding the supply of an oxygen
gas, thereby also achieving a reduced fluorine and oxygen
concentration during the process 331 compared to conven-
tional strategies and also compared to the etch process 321
that is performed in the environment 320 (FIG. 3a). For
example, the process 331 may be performed on the basis of
oxygen-containing gases, such as carbon monoxide, carbon
dioxide, which are to be understood as “oxygen-depleted”
gases compared to pure oxygen gas. Hence, as explained
above, during the removal of the remaining resist mask 314,
presence of fluorine species and oxygen species may be sig-
nificantly reduced compared to conventional strategies,
thereby also avoiding undue interaction with the material
312a, which may conventionally result in a certain reduction
of the internal stress level, even if the material 313 is pro-
vided. Furthermore, as also described above with reference to
the various measurement results, undue interaction of the
plasma ambient 331 with the sensitive material 353 and also
the material 363 may be reduced compared to conventional
strategies, thereby avoiding increase of resistivity due to
material loss and reduction in thickness of the layers 353, 363,
while also instability of a germanium species in the material
353 may be avoided if the strain-inducing semiconductor
material 354 is implemented in the active region 3025. More-
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over, integrity of the layer 311, if provided, is affected to a
lesser degree compared to conventional strategies, thereby
also providing superior robustness during a subsequent clean-
ing process in which additional contaminants and possibly
also the material layer 311 may be removed. Hence, upon
applying the plasma resist removal process 331 on the basis of
the concepts as set forth above, superior material character-
istics in the regions 353 and 363 may be achieved compared
to the conventional strategies.

FIG. 3¢ schematically illustrates the semiconductor device
300 according to further illustrative embodiments in which a
further strain-inducing material 3125 may be formed above
the transistors 350a, 3505 according to a dual stress liner
approach. The material 3126 may be formed on the basis of
process techniques as are also described above with reference
to the device 100. Furthermore, the device 300 may be pro-
cessed in a process environment for performing a plasma-
based etch process so as to remove an exposed portion of the
layer 3125, while the remaining portion of the layer 3125 may
be covered by a resist mask 315. To this end, a similar process
environment may be used as is also described above with
reference to the environment 320 when performing the etch
process 321 (FIG. 3a). It should be appreciated, however, that
any other process environment may be used, depending on the
tool resources in the specific manufacturing site. Thereafter,
the device 300 may be processed in a further process envi-
ronment in order to remove the remaining portion of the resist
mask 315 after the removal of the exposed portion of the layer
312b. To this end, similar process conditions may be estab-
lished as previously described with reference to the environ-
ment 330 and the plasma-based resist removal process 331 of
FIG. 3b. For example, the same process environment and the
same process recipe may be applied, while, in other cases, a
different process environment and a modified process recipe
may be applied, as long as a desired reduced interaction with
exposed strain-inducing dielectric materials may be ensured.
Consequently, reduction of the internal stress level of the
layer 3125 above the transistor 3505 may be significantly
reduced compared to conventional processes, and a signifi-
cant influence on the layer 312a may also be avoided.

Thereafter, the further processing may be continued by
completing the contact level, as is also discussed above with
reference to the semiconductor device 100.

Consequently, upon processing the device 300, undue con-
tact of the strain-inducing materials 312a, 3125 to a fluorine
and oxygen-containing plasma ambient may be avoided,
thereby significantly reducing a corresponding reduction of
the internal stress level, while also interaction of the fluorine
and oxygen-containing plasma ambient with sensitive mate-
rials, such as the materials 353 and 363, may be suppressed.
Hence, overall performance of the transistors 300 may be
enhanced due to a reduced reduction of the internal stress
level of the materials 312a and/or 3124 and by avoiding
undue material deterioration of materials 353 and 354. For
example, a significant enhancement of performance of the
P-channel transistor 3505 may be observed upon determining
the resulting drive current capabilities, wherein the corre-
sponding gain in performance is associated with an increased
internal stress level of the material 3125 in combination with
an overall reduced series resistance due to a lesser material
degradation in the drain and source regions of the transistor
35056. Moreover, upon completing the semiconductor device,
a reduced contact resistivity may also be observed, which is
also associated with a reduced material degradation, in par-
ticular during the patterning of the layer 312a.

FIG. 4 schematically illustrates measurement results of the
contact resistance for transistors such as the P-channel tran-
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sistor 3505 when formed in accordance with the process
strategies as described above. For example, the samples
23-32 correspond to various variants in performing the resist
removal process 331 (FIGS. 35, 3¢) with reduced fluorine and
oxygen concentration, as discussed above, while samples 21,
22 correspond to conventionally fabricated transistors with
otherwise identical transistor configuration. As is clearly evi-
dent, the samples processed in accordance with the present
invention provide superior contact resistivity.

As a result, the present disclosure provides manufacturing
techniques in which material deterioration of strain-inducing
dielectric layers formed above transistors and/or of metal
silicide materials may be reduced during the patterning of the
strain-inducing dielectric material layer by taking into con-
sideration the negative effect of a fluorine species in an oxy-
gen plasma that may conventionally be used for removing the
resist material.

The particular embodiments disclosed above are illustra-
tive only, as the invention may be modified and practiced in
different but equivalent manners apparent to those skilled in
the art having the benefit of the teachings herein. For example,
the process steps set forth above may be performed in a
different order. Furthermore, no limitations are intended to
the details of construction or design herein shown, other than
as described in the claims below. It is therefore evident that
the particular embodiments disclosed above may be altered or
modified and all such variations are considered within the
scope and spirit of the invention. Accordingly, the protection
sought herein is as set forth in the claims below.

What is claimed:

1. A method, comprising:

forming a first strain-inducing dielectric layer above a first

transistor and a second transistor of a semiconductor
device;
selectively removing a portion of said first strain-inducing
layer from above said second transistor by covering said
first transistor with a resist mask and performing a first
plasma assisted etch process in a first processing cham-
ber using a first process environment;
moving said semiconductor device from said first process-
ing chamber to a second processing chamber;

removing said resist mask by performing a second plasma
assisted process in said second processing chamber
using a second process environment that is different
from said first process environment;
forming a second strain-inducing dielectric layer above
said first transistor and said second transistor;

selectively removing said second strain-inducing dielectric
layer from above said first transistor in a third process
environment by using a resist mask formed above said
second transistor; and

removing said resist mask in a fourth process environment

that is different from said first and third process environ-
ments.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein said first plasma assisted
etch process is performed by establishing a plasma so as to
include at least fluorine and oxygen.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein a plasma of said second
plasma assisted process is established by avoiding supply of
oxygen gas.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein a plasma of said second
plasma assisted process is established by supplying at least
one of nitrogen gas, hydrogen gas, helium gas, ammonia gas
and carbon oxide gas.
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5. The method of claim 1, further comprising forming a
metal silicide in drain and source regions of said first and
second transistors prior to forming said first strain-inducing
dielectric layer.

6. The method of claim 1, further comprising forming a
strain-inducing semiconductor material in an active region of
atleast said second transistor prior to forming said first strain-
inducing dielectric layer.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein a plasma in said fourth

process environment is established by avoiding supply of 10

oxygen gas.

8. The method of claim 7, wherein a plasma in said fourth
process environment is established by supplying at least one
of nitrogen gas, hydrogen gas, helium gas, ammonia gas and
carbon oxide gas.

9. A method, comprising:

forming a first strain-inducing dielectric layer above a first

transistor and a second transistor;
forming a resist mask above said first transistor so as to
expose a portion of said first strain-inducing dielectric
layer selectively above said second transistor;

removing said exposed portion of said first strain-inducing
dielectric layer in a first plasma ambient in the presence
of'said resist mask, wherein said first plasma ambient is
established in a first process environment; and

removing said resist mask in a second plasma ambient
without supplying oxygen gas to said second plasma
ambient, wherein said second plasma ambient is estab-
lished in a second process environment that differs from
said first process environment.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein said second process
environment is a process environment used for fluorine-free
plasma processes.

11. The method of claim 9, wherein said second plasma
ambient is established by supplying at least one of nitrogen
gas, hydrogen gas, helium gas, ammonia gas and carbon
oxide gas.

12. The method of claim 9, wherein said second plasma
ambient is established substantially without generating a bias
voltage.

13. The method of claim 9, further comprising forming a
second strain-inducing layer above said second transistor,
wherein said second strain-inducing dielectric layer induces a
different type of strain compared to said first strain-inducing
dielectric layer.

14. The method of claim 13, wherein forming said second
strain-inducing dielectric layer comprises forming said sec-
ond strain-inducing dielectric layer above said first transistor
and said second transistor, selectively removing said second
strain-inducing dielectric layer from above said first transis-
tor in a third plasma ambient by using a further resist mask
formed above said second transistor and removing said fur-
ther resist mask in a fourth plasma ambient.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein said third and fourth
plasma ambients are established in the same process environ-
ment without supplying an oxygen gas when establishing said
fourth plasma ambient.

16. The method of claim 14, wherein said third and fourth
plasma ambients are established in different process environ-
ments.

17. A method, comprising:

forming a first transistor in and above a first active region;

forming a second transistor in and above a second active

region, said second active region comprising a strain-
inducing semiconductor alloy;

forming a strain-inducing layer above said first and second

transistors;
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forming a resist mask so as to cover said strain-inducing
layer above said first transistor and expose said strain-
inducing layer above said second transistor;

removing an exposed portion of said strain-inducing layer

in a first process chamber by using a first plasma ambient
based on fluorine radicals; and

removing said resist mask in a second process chamber by

using a second plasma ambient that is established so as
to have a reduced fluorine and oxygen concentration
compared to said first plasma ambient.

18. The method of claim 17, wherein establishing said
second plasma ambient comprises suppressing supply of oxy-
gen gas.

19. The method of claim 17, wherein establishing said
second plasma ambient comprises using a fluorine-depleted
process environment so as to avoid release of fluorine radicals
in said second plasma ambient.

20. The method of claim 17, further comprising forming a
metal silicide in said first and second active regions prior to
forming said strain-inducing layer.

21. The method of claim 1, wherein selectively removing
said portion of said first strain-inducing layer from above said
second transistor comprises performing said first plasma
assisted etch process in a first process chamber and wherein
removing said resist mask comprises moving a semiconduc-
tor device comprising said first and second transistors from
said first process chamber to a second process chamber and
removing said resist mask by performing said second plasma
assisted process in said second process chamber.

22. The method of claim 9, wherein removing said exposed
portion of said first strain-inducing dielectric layer comprises
establishing said first plasma ambient in a first process cham-
ber and removing said exposed portion in said first process
chamber and wherein removing said resist mask comprises
establishing said second plasma ambient in a second process
chamber and removing said resist mask in said second pro-
cess chamber.

23. A method, comprising:

forming a first strain-inducing dielectric layer above a first

transistor and a second transistor;
selectively removing a portion of said first strain-inducing
layer from above said second transistor by covering said
first transistor with a first resist mask and performing a
first plasma assisted etch process in a first process envi-
ronment;
removing said first resist mask by performing a second
plasma assisted process in a second process environment
that is different from said first process environment;

forming a second strain-inducing dielectric layer above
said first transistor and said second transistor, wherein
said second strain-inducing dielectric layer induces a
different type of strain compared to said first strain-
inducing dielectric layer;

selectively removing said second strain-inducing dielectric

layer from above said first transistor in a third process
environment by using a second resist mask formed
above said second transistor; and

removing said second resist mask in a fourth process envi-

ronment that is different from said first and third process
environments.

24. A method, comprising:

forming a first strain-inducing dielectric layer above a first

transistor and a second transistor;

forming a resist mask above said first transistor so as to

expose a portion of said first strain-inducing dielectric
layer selectively above said second transistor;
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establishing a first plasma ambient in a process environ-
ment;

removing said exposed portion of said first strain-inducing
dielectric layer in said first plasma ambient established
in said process environment in the presence of said resist
mask;

establishing a second plasma ambient in said process envi-
ronment substantially without generating a bias voltage;
and

removing said resist mask in said second plasma ambient
established in said process environment without supply-
ing oxygen gas to said second plasma ambient.

#* #* #* #* #*
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